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FEBS Letters 581 (2007) 3333Although American by origin, Ned Mantei has been a natural-
ized Swiss citizen since 1995, and has spent the last 30 years of
his life and career in Switzerland. He is now lecturer in molec-
ular biology at the ETH in Zurich, where he also pursues his
research in neurobiology and developmental biology at
the Institute for Cell Biology. Ned has been an Editor at FEBS
Letters since 1989, and his long-standing commitment to
the journal is very appreciated by both editorial staﬀ and
authors.How did you ﬁrst get involved with FEBS Letters?
In the 1980’s I was a group leader in Giorgio Semenza’s lab
here at the ETH. At the time Giorgio was the managing editor
of FEBS Letters, and was very dedicated to FEBS as a soci-
ety. I guess I was inﬂuenced by him in this respect, and have
been a FEBS Letters editor ever since. I enjoy it, and I ﬁnd
it gratifying when I can help authors with ideas or language
editing.How do you feel research has moved on since you started your
career in science?
I have been able to experience the evolution of molecular
biology over the last 45 years. In my undergraduate microbiol-
ogy course, Salvador Luria, who later received a Nobel prize
for his phage work, talked about ‘‘host-induced modiﬁcation’’,
in which phage grown on one E. coli strain later won’t grow on
another. At the time, the concept seemed worlds away from
any practical use. Later Werner Arber showed that restriction
enzymes degrade the unmodiﬁed phage DNA, and it was only
after isolation of the enzymes that it occurred to scientists how
useful they could be in applied research.So then scientiﬁc progress picked up speed. . .
Not that quickly. It took awhile before restriction enzymes
and the like were commercially available. I remember a time
when I isolated DNA ligase. Any enzyme puriﬁcation needs
an activity assay, but agarose gels weren’t available for a quick
and easy test. I used an assay developed by Modrich and Leh-
man [1]. I ﬁrst prepared a radioactively labelled alternating AT
copolymer. This folds back on itself to produce a sort of base-
paired double hairpin, which ligase can close to a circle. The
circular fraction is quantiﬁed by acid precipitation and scintil-
lation counting after degradation of the rest by exonuclease 3,
which I also isolated. Finally I had my ligase assay. I then grew
12 liters of E. coli in a fermentor, infected them with T4 bacte-
riophage, and puriﬁed the ligase from the pelleted cells using
several steps of column chromatography. The whole procedure
took weeks!0014-5793/$32.00  2007 Federation of European Biochemical Societies. Pu
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It was sort of a natural progression. My scientiﬁc interests
always focused on the control of gene expression. In the 70’s
I worked on restriction enzymes in Herbert Boyer’s lab, and
later on expression of cloned genes in Charles Weissmann’s
group here in Zurich. In Semenza’s lab we cloned a number
of cDNAs, and after that I was involved in several projects
using knockout mice. This happened to be in the ﬁeld of neu-
robiology. For one project, the Jagged 1 conditional knockout,
I did the ES cell work myself. This mouse has helped to unra-
vel the role of Jagged in the maintenance of neural stem cells
[2] as well as bone marrow stem cells [3].
We have also studied other genes involved in the develop-
ment of the nervous system, looking at the role of Notch 1
in oligodendrocyte diﬀerentiation [4], the adhesion molecule
L1, important for the development of both the CNS and
PNS [5], and Pmp22, which has a role in myelination [6].I have heard that you still like to work at the bench. . .
Yes that’s true. I just changed the medium of my ES cells
this morning! I am lucky to have enough time for it. At the mo-
ment I divide my time between teaching, advising, administra-
tive matters, and hands-on experiments. I am still enthralled by
the idea of taking embryonal cells, modifying them genetically,
and putting them back into an embryo to make a mouse. By
doing the lab work personally, you have the privilege of actu-
ally seeing things happen!What are your plans for your retirement?
Oh, good question! Well, Switzerland is a beautiful country
with magniﬁcent mountains. One of my favorite pastimes is
bicycling, and exploring the small roads leading up to the high
alpine meadows. I will certainly have more time to do that.In retrospect, would you pursue the same career?
In the course of my graduate work I had a personal crisis
during which I seriously considered abandoning science. I
eventually got over it and pursued this career. Today I believe
it was fortunate that I didn’t change. I ﬁnd that I really enjoy
discussing science and reading about it. I have broadened my
interests to topics such as cognitive science, language science,
and even the history of science and evolutionary theory. You
realize how far science has progressed over the longer term,
and I have actually witnessed part of this.
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